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Abstract 
 
Drama techniques have been widely implemented in many different areas of education and in clinical settings. The effectiveness 
of using theater as a means to promote change by capitalizing on its strong emotional component has been attributed to two main 
functions: a cathartic function and a performative one. In the first, actors produce a drama about a social problem that allows the 
audience to identify with the characters and may even change the audience members’ points of view; in the second, participants 
of the intervention are actors themselves and use drama techniques to portray everyday-life situations, attempting to consider 
social problems from different perspectives. Despite the widespread use of theater workshops in educational and clinical settings, 
an issue that requires further investigation and research is the assessment of their effectiveness. Many different reasons contribute 
to making the workshops’ effectiveness difficult to assess: Firstly, quantitative methods seem not to be perfectly suited for 
evaluating changes that drama may produce, as they are based on emotional experiences rather than on cognitive acquisitions; 
secondly, qualitative tools may require a large amount of time for the collection and analysis of data, and they may fail to 
generate comparable results. A reconnaissance of methods for assessing the effectiveness of drama intervention is presented in 
this paper, and a proposal for further analysis is provided. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Strategies and styles of communication used in educational interventions represent one of the key points in 
determining health promotion programs’ effectiveness (Nutbean, 2000; Glanz, Rimer & Viswanath, 2008). 
Especially when targeted at young people, health promotion campaigns should use communication techniques 
tailored to their audiences in order to produce significant improvements. Among these, theater may represent a 
useful way to widen the range of the communication impact on participants. 
Drama techniques have been used in psychological programs since the first half of the 20th century, such as in 
Gestalt group therapy (Perls, Hefferline & Goodman, 1951) and in Moreno’s (1946) psychodrama, and they are still 
implemented in different contexts. Drama represents a valuable way to improve health behaviors associated with 
important social issues such as acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS) prevention in African countries 
(Somers, 1996; Panford et al., 2001), in India (Valente & Barath, 1999), and in the United Kingdom [UK] (Denman 
et al., 1995). 
Moreover, theater is a useful metaphor for studying and analyzing the complexity of reality. In sociology, the 
dramaturgic metaphor (Geertz, 1980) has been used to consider an individual’s behavior in public as a play on stage 
in which the proper mask is selected to interpret the role that the situation is asking of the actor (Goffman, 1959). 
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The entire society and its social relations essentially are depicted as a drama (Berger, 1963). In fact, considering 
everyday life as a dramatic play allows us to consider how, especially in childhood and adolescence, people rehearse 
the roles that society will ask of them in their adulthoods. This is a process in which they discover their own 
attributes as well as others’ expectations (Mead, 1934) in an effort to develop their own selves (Wright, 2006; 
Faccio, 2011). 
2. Different use of theatre in educational intervention 
 
Theater and human sciences have always been tightly linked. Since the classic Greek theater was born, drama has 
offered an important stimulus for philosophical studies, and during the past century, it has also been revived in 
psychological and sociological studies. Aristotle, in his work Poetics, analyzed the emotional impact that tragedy 
activates on the audience and theorized the cathartic function of theater. The spectator, identifying with the 
character, is fearful that what is occurring in the scene may, in some way, happen to him or her, too. Then, when the 
plot is untied and the vicissitudes are solved in a rational conclusion, the fear and the pathos that are burning in the 
spectators subside and are signified within the symbolic frame of the individuals. 
Educational interventions may use drama in the same way: Shows with professional actors may be used to place 
social issues on stage with the aim of provoking the audience to identify with the different characters who lead the 
scenes (Pearson-Davis, 1989; McEwan, Bhopal & Patton, 1991). Involving the audience is not a cognitive process 
(referring to the amount of information available on the issue) but relates to an emotional experience (referring to an 
empathic activation that may lead to changes in the points of view on the topics). Even if drama has also been used 
to represent specific scientific subjects*, it may not be effective for improving learning strategies regarding notional 
matters. On the contrary, drama may be a powerful tool for facilitating creative problem solving and the assumption 
of different points of view in actors and audiences, thus stimulating the comprehension of the complexity that 
embraces themes in which health behaviors are intertwined with social meanings.  
Apart from the cathartic function, a second valence that determines the effectiveness of using theater is the 
performative function, which involves individuals who themselves produce a drama on stage. This may be 
implemented in small groups of unprofessional actors who get involved directly in the scene, facing important 
issues. This is the base of psychodrama, where people reproduce real or imagined scenes in order to increase their 
range of possibilities (Erickson, 1982), reading the situations and reacting in different ways. Following 
Stanislavskij’s assumptions (1963), an actor puts a part of himself or herself into the character whom he or she is 
playing, thus experiencing his or her own way of coping with difficult situations. In this case, each person’s active 
participation and involvement is required, and it is also possible to make people aware of the different voices 
(Hermans, 2001) that compose the self. An individual often faces a difficult situation following an internal dialogue 
between many voices that may consider the event in different ways, leaving the person in an impasse (Salvini et al., 
2012; Faccio, Belloni & Castelnuovo, 2012; Faccio, Centomo & Mininni, 2011; Faccio, Romaioli, Dagani & 
Cipolletta, 2012). With the Gestalt technique of the two chairs, for example, it is possible to give each perspective 
an opportunity to develop and then to give a person the freedom to choose the most suitable solution. 
Of course, a large amount of time is needed in these workshops, and these workshops can be implemented only in 
groups of 15 participants maximum. However, workshops could be efficient for two reasons: First, performing on 
stage allows a person to experiment a situation not only in a rational way but also with a holistic approach that 
involves the entire body and movement into the situation. As Moreno would say (1946), action comes first, and then 
words. Following this, acting may produce an embodied internalization of both the emotional and cognitive 
meanings linked to the issue on stage. Second, producing a dramatic experience that allows individuals to construct 
how to put the situations of interest on stage may improve the participants’ empowerment by giving them freedom 
of choice on how to represent the meanings that are salient for the group. Furthermore, drama enables people to 
produce metathoughts regarding the action played, the first step in permitting the consolidation of the results 
achieved during the experience. This strategy is more adherent to an action-research methodology (Lewin, 1946), in 
 
* For example, the drama Copenaghen, in which physics notions are interwoven with politics on the background of the friendship between Niels 
Bohr and Werner Heisenberg. 
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which the population is directly involved in negotiating the research objectives, methods, and process (Romaioli & 
Faccio, 2012; Romaioli, Faccio & Salvini, 2008). 
This performative way of making theater has achieved interesting results, especially with children and 
adolescents, in promoting pro-social behaviors toward mental impairment (Miller, Rynders & Schleien, 1993), self-
acceptance, increasing body-image satisfaction (Connors, 1991; Bruno, Rosani & Berlincioni, 2009), and managing 
conflict resolution (Graves, Frabutt & Vigliano, 2007). 
Encompassing the cathartic and performative strategies described, the Theatre of the Oppressed by Augusto Boal 
(1979) is a method in which the actors directly involve the audience in constructing the scene. A pedagogical 
objective is perpetrated to enhance changes into the audience that actively operates on the actors on stage. The 
audience members may actually end up discovering a solution to a problematic situation that they themselves can 
employ. This method attempts to avoid one-way indoctrination in an effort to foster the maieutic function of theatre 
and to give the audience freedom to choose the most satisfactory way to end the script. 
This strategy has been successfully used to face community issues, such as environmental preservation (Sullivan 
et al., 2008) and cultural dialogue (Sajnani, 2009), and it has also been used in education (Vine, 1993; Howard, 
2004). 
Although all of these techniques are widely used and increasingly adopted around the world in different scientific 
contexts, skepticism regarding its actual efficacy remains high, and researches that demonstrate the impact of theater 
on young people are at a relatively early stage (Daykin et al., 2008). 
3. Evaluation  
 
The evaluation of drama’s effectiveness represents an issue that needs further investigation and research despite 
the widespread use of theater workshops in educational and clinical settings. No widely accepted way exists to 
assess the changes in behaviors and the self-representations that theater may produce. Because these strategies are 
not directly targeted at improving information about a specific topic, the use of a pre-arranged questionnaire to 
assess changes with chosen variables may be an unsuitable method for testing theater’s effectiveness. The wide 
range of drama’s effects on various dimensions of personal and social identity (Goffman, 1963) may induce changes 
that are not considered variables in the research design. Moreover, timing of the questionnaire administration is 
crucial because different amounts of time may be required for the participants to interiorize and to give meaning to 
the situations they experience during the entertainment/educational intervention. 
Moreover, another problem lies in the fact that questionnaires seem not to be tailored to enhancing the emotional 
arousal that the drama experience stimulates. For example, Kincaid (2006) emphasizes that the audience’s emotional 
identification with the characters on stage may be a predictor of the effectiveness of the entertainment/educational 
intervention. However, to explore this identification, the author uses cognitive images, requiring audience members 
to score how they identify this or that character as prototypical of a cultural relational scheme (i.e. a man as 
powerful, and a woman as passive) as well as score how much each participant identifies himself or herself with this 
or that character. Then, these scores are placed into a two-way diagram, depicting the positioning of different 
meanings for the spectators. 
Even if this method is surely interesting and well-structured, its weakness is evident in that it is, again, a 
cognitive measure and thus does not consider emotional changes in depth despite the preliminary assumptions. 
On the other hand, qualitative methods, such as open interviews or focus groups, to understand changes in the 
participants features many problems, too (Castelnuovo et al, 2008; Castiglioni et al, 2013). These methods, in fact, 
respect the meanings of the interviewee and the ways in which a person decides on the most salient dimensions for 
himself or herself. Without choosing a priori what measures may best represent the impact of the intervention, it is 
possible to comprehend which are the sensible keys for the participants and to collect data in an ecological way. 
However, these methods may require a large amount of time to gather, transcribe, and analyze data. Moreover, 
comparing the information that different participants provide may be difficult when trying to assess the average 
effectiveness of the program, as a standard impact evaluation is commonly required in health education 
interventions. In these kinds of studies, the major risk is falling down into a bare satisfaction inquiry without 
comprehending whether the intervention is actually efficient as well as what part of the intervention is, in fact, the 
most appropriate or the less adequate. 
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As both quantitative and qualitative methods represent a crucial point on one hand and interesting resources on 
the other, embracing both strategies to assess effectiveness in a circular way may be useful. To achieve this, we must 
recall that data collected with a quantitative method cannot be directly compared with data produced in a qualitative 
way because these techniques are based on two different paradigms (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Even if the scientific 
literature tends to promote a mingling of these different methodologies, it is important to underline that these two 
positions’ epistemological assumptions are radically different. With this in mind, many scholars affirm that using 
these two approaches in a combined way could be legitimate and productive (Reicher, 1994; Silverman, 1997; 
Mazzara, 2002). 
Moreover, research techniques from anthropology and sociology may be used in these kinds of studies. For 
example, ethnographic methods that comprise participant observation in case studies from the beginning to the end 
of the workshop could be useful for understanding the intervention’s development in each moment, following step-
by-step the construction of the meanings that are salient to the group of participants. Visual studies, too, may be 
used in these workshops, enabling participants to impress in pictures and videos their points of view and then to 
discuss and argue the materials in a group setting, linking them to everyday life. At the end, the production of a 
stage show as a result of the workshop may be used as a form of peer communication in an effort to expand the 
message to the community. 
4. Areas of possible implementation 
 
Even if drama techniques are suitable for many different areas of intervention, some dimensions seem to be the 
most appropriate for them. Due to its particular capability of representing reality’s complexity, theater should be 
used effectively in situations where social meanings overlap health problems and where communication between 
people needs to be restored. Prevention and well-being promotion with children and adolescents seem to be perfect 
situations for developing drama techniques—for example, to manage problems with drug use or bullying, where the 
roles established in the peer group often lead to behaviors that may be harmful to individuals. Furthermore, theater 
could be effective in tackling problems related to the body and to the cultural meanings of beauty and acceptance of 
self and others—themes that may be useful for introducing the prevention of eating disorders. Sexuality and 
affective education could be managed with these kinds of programs as well, enabling people to experience on stage 
the embodied social roles that gender produces—not necessarily making the masculinity of femininity a “natural” 
status but rather considering the cultural values that influence individuals’ behaviors. 
Surely, the use of drama techniques should not be limited to prevention with minors, but its practice could be 
expanded to stimulating communication and cooperation in working contexts, especially in those organizations 
where roles are stereotypical and rigidly perpetrated at the expense of the working objectives. 
5. Conclusions 
 
Theater represents a powerful method for facing important social and health issues by stimulating creative 
problem solving, emotional involvement, and empathic role assumptions. As Feyerabend pointed out, theater is first 
a “form of knowledge” (1984), in which human experience is analyzed in a total way. The expression embraces 
mind, body, language, relations, history, and culture in a holistic and comprehensive way. Because drama is, first of 
all, entertainment, it could be useful for implementing educational interventions based on its techniques—especially 
with children and adolescents—to assure a communication strategy that could be tailored to the target population. 
Even if the efficacy of programs that use theater in education is beginning to be widely accepted, its development 
is still at its early stage and thus should be refined in order to make it scientifically solid. Inquiries based solely on 
quantitative methods seem not to respect the complexity that this experience produces, while qualitative methods 
also may not be effective in producing comparable results. 
Mixed methods may represent an acceptable way to embrace all research requirements but still require caution. 
Quantitative and qualitative methods are based on different epistemological paradigms, so their combined use must 
be accompanied by a deep reflection of the assumptions and implications of the research. 
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In conclusion, the resources that theater in education provides should be deeply analyzed and debated in the 
scientific context in an effort to improve its use and its techniques in different contexts, making it a solid educational 
instrument, not just an entertainment hobby. 
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